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ABSTRACT 
This paper discusses a classroom activity designed to check student comprehension of and 
attitudes towards function phrases (FPs) taught in an English discussion class. A survey was to 
examine opinions about the target phrases’ pragmatic uses and their perceived ease of use one or 
two weeks after their initial introduction. 
 The results of the activity may support the initial hypothesis that students are familiar with 
the pragmatic value of functions before their introduction in the lesson. This enabled class-specific 
feedback and additional practice based on pragmatic accuracy or misunderstandings prior to 
discussion tests. There also appeared to be patterns in students’ evaluations of usefulness and ease 
of use. The pragmatic effects or purposes of FPs expressed in student responses indicated either 
previous learning, success of explicit instruction, some pragmatic universal implicit to L1 and L2, 
or some combination these factors. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
English Discussion Class (EDC) is a compulsory discussion-focused English course for all first-
year students at Rikkyo University. Students’ discussion skills are developed through the learning 
of lexical chunks for particular pragmatic functions (hereafter “functions”) such as giving opinions 
(e.g. In my opinion…) and joining discussions (e.g. Can I say something?). Six of these functions 
are introduced in each 14-week semester, and students are expected to use them appropriately in 
assessed group discussions as well as in three assessed group discussion tests per semester. The 
individual functional phrases (hereafter referred to as FPs) are intended to be easily understood by 
English speakers at a similar or higher level than the student, and are classified as communicative 
discussion behavior or “oral performances” (Hurling, 2012). Based on Celce-Murphy, Dörnyei 
and Thurrell’s Direct Approach, FPs can be seen as ways to improve discourse competence, 
pragmatic competence, and strategic competence (1997, p. 146). Improving the use of formulaic 
language is one way that students can achieve this goal. In one sense, FPs can be seen as discourse 
markers that give structure to a discussion: “Is there anything to add?” or “Who would like to 
start?” In others, they can be categorized as pragmatic markers that serve to hedge or soften: “In 
my opinion…” or “It’s just my opinion, but I think...” The example phrases for the Information 
function includes formulaic language such as “I heard…” and “How do you know about that?” 
These phrases can be considered from strategic, discursive as well as from pragmatic perspectives. 
 The activity discussed here is a combination of a confirmation check and a survey with the 
main aim of investigating how students understood the FPs’ pragmatic uses and to measure their 
opinions regarding the functions perceived ease of use and usefulness. By surveying students 
during review lessons (lessons 4, 8, and 12), their responses could highlight difficulties with usage, 
attitudes towards the functions, possible interlanguage effects as well as suggest new approaches 
to introducing or improving the use of these FPs in future lessons. As the review lessons precede 
discussion tests, they provide a perfect opportunity to give actionable feedback and to readdress 
difficulties or attempt to reframe a functions usefulness in discussion. The hope was that with the 
data gathered, specific concerns could be addressed prior to discussion tests, feedback could be 
more specific to individual class needs, and future lessons could be more efficiently implemented. 
 The driving principle behind this comprehension check activity was to gain new insight 
into how to make the most efficient use of classroom time. One way to enable more student 
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practice time, especially for challenging functions or generating ideas for discussions on less 
familiar topics, is to make function presentations as brief, concise or as efficient as possible. When 
introducing FPs, five to ten minutes is generally the amount of time recommended in a 90-minute 
EDC lesson. Although this may not sound like a significant amount of time, it is not uncommon 
to hear instructors’ voice frustration at not having enough time for feedback or wishing more time 
could have been spent on student discussions; in short, saving even five minutes in an EDC lesson 
is significant. 
 One of the main EDC course goals of improving student fluency is met by aiming for a 
very high percentage of class time spent on fluency development and discussion. Each lesson 
generally follows the same pattern:  
a) A short topic-related reading on which the homework quiz is based 
b) A fluency building activity 
c) An introduction and explanation of a new Function/Communication Skill and FPs, 
d) Controlled and semi-controlled practice activities of new FPs, 
e) Discussion preparation tasks, e.g. ranking, problem-solving, decision-making 
f) Discussion questions 
 
This predetermined routine leaves few opportunities to add time or adjust the schedule. For 
example, to extend a lively discussion, to add a few minutes’ preparation time for a difficult 
discussion topic, to do a post-discussion activity, or to have a short feedback session on a specific 
pragmatic feature of a particular function are all challenges restricted by limited time.  
 In the second semester of 2017, the six functions introduced were as follows (Brereton, 
Lesley, Schaefer, & Young, 2017): 
1. Choosing Topics 
2. Closing Topics 
3. Balancing Opinions 
4. Different Viewpoints 
5. Comparisons 
6. Information 
 
In addition to functions, each EDC textbook lesson feature a “Remember” box (Brereton et. al, 
2017) whose purpose is to remind students of one or more of the functions’ main pragmatic 
features, as seen in Figure 1:  
 
 
Figure 1: Remember box (Brereton et al, 2017, p.68). 
 
One aim of the EDC course is that students complete the course with a solid grasp of pragmatic 
functions. Some students, however, appear to produce output that suggests pragmatic fossilization 
may be occurring, which may be difficult to correct. Examples of these types of errors include 
awkward uses of opinion FPs such as “In my opinion, I like sushi”, overuse of polite hedging 
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strategies “It’s just my opinion, but…”, and “I’m not sure, but I think…”, or errors to do with 
appropriate follow-up questions: (A. I think drunk driving is very dangerous.” B. “How do you 
know about that?”). This kind of pragmatic errors are potential sources of confusion, awkwardness 
and embarrassment; both students and instructors will no doubt desire that these be corrected. 
However, it is often the case that practical constraints limit the opportunities for pragmatic 
instruction that can cover all the bases of particular functions. This survey was intended to add a 
new dimension to feedback options, and to give instructors another way to assess pragmatic 
competence. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Survey 
A student survey with two sections was prepared which focused on two aspects of functions 
introduced throughout the semester. The first section asked students to describe, in their own 
words (in Japanese or English), why a certain function was used in discussion. The second section 
asked students to assess ease of use and usefulness of the same functions on a scale of 1 to 5, with 
1 being easiest/most useful and 5 being most difficult/least useful. Open-ended questions asking 
for pragmatic understanding of each function’s use and two Likert-scale questions were included 
to measure attitudes about the ease of use and usefulness of functions (See Appendix A). 
 Students were instructed to answer the questions in their own words, in Japanese or English, 
and to think deeply as to why they think the functions are taught and tested on are used in 
discussions. Japanese instructions were included. I monitored students during the completion of 
the survey and addressed any questions. This first version of the survey was paper-based and 
focused on the first four functions of the semester. It was completed by one class, whose results 
were transcribed and translated, and are included for reference in Appendix C.  
 For the second survey, carried out in the third review lesson of the semester and focusing 
on the final two functions of the semester, a more practical version was created using Google 
Forms (Appendix B). This was done in order to simplify the gathering of data while also enabling 
students to reply to the survey using their smartphones by way of a QR code provided to students 
in the last five minutes of the lesson. After responses were submitted, all results, time and date-
stamped, were automatically sent to a spreadsheet for analysis. This second implementation of the 
activity also made translation easier as results could be quickly copied and pasted into Google 
Translate then collated in one document (Appendix C).  
 
Results 
The first question on the survey asked students why these particular FPs were used in discussions. 
The responses reflect a variety of interpretations. The relatively simple nature and limited number 
of the FPs students are taught and tested on, the effectiveness of explicit instruction and choice of 
function presentation method, or possibly other factors such as previous knowledge and pragmatic 
transfer or equivalency all may play a part in the variety of interpretations, although translation 
error cannot be ruled out. 
 I imagine that in response to the question “Why do people use the FP What shall we discuss 
first/next?”, an L1 speaker might suggest that it is the polite way to choose a new topic, or perhaps 
it could be suggested that the purpose is choosing a topic that everyone is interested in or informed 
on. It also might be simply that the speaker does not want to choose the topic. When answering 
this question, students responses included “In order to choose something easy for everyone to 
discuss”, “To facilitate discussion start”, and “To create air to start a discussion. Creating 
opportunities.” Answers to the question on the Closing Topics function included similarly 
thoughtful replies. One student said, “To make it easy to move on to the next topic. To leave any 
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misunderstandings, to check the results.” Another student, replying to the same question, said it 
was “to ascertain if someone wants to say opinions.” A more concise reply was “To confirm the 
contents of discussion.” Some of these ideas were not explicitly taught in class and may suggest 
prior learning, learning experientially through discussions, some pragmatic universal implicit to 
L1 and L2, or some combination of these factors. Replies such as these were used as points of 
feedback both in the classes that produced them, and in others. As the initial surveys were grouped 
together by class and the Google Forms surveys were timestamped, I could easily use them in 
lessons. 
 The results for the Balancing Opinions FPs (What are the advantages/disadvantages…? 
One advantage is…) included here did not translate as naturally, but suggest some insight into the 
function. One example was “Go digging and do not get biased. To make it meaningful,” while 
another said “Go in a direction and dig...” This seems to capture one sense of the advantages and 
disadvantages of an idea. Perhaps the intended meaning here was to follow the thread of discussion 
and dig deeper into the topic. A further response was that “the merit[s] and the disadvantage[s] are 
points where opinions are divided when discussing discussion.” This suggests understanding that, 
in order to have a genuine agreement or disagreement, advantages and disadvantages need to be 
discussed. Another response, that the FPs are used “in order to advance while organizing the 
discussion,” suggests understanding that of the organizational function of these phrases. 
 The responses regarding Different Viewpoints (From X’s point of view…) provided some 
clear examples of how the phrases function in EDC discussion, and answers reflected the textbook 
“Remember!” box and my own function presentations. These responses included “Opinions may 
change depending on the position of various people.”, “To incorporate opinions from various 
perspectives.”, and “To draw out various ways of thinking by reviewing topics from outside your 
viewpoint.” 
 The survey on the final two functions of the semester provided a larger set of data (61 
students from eight classes), as the Google Forms survey was used. On the Comparisons function 
(Which is better…? /How is it better?), one student replied these FPs are used “to avoid imbalance 
in opinion.” Another response was that “You can develop that discussion when the discussion 
stagnates.” I found this interpretation of the use of comparisons to extend discussions interesting. 
This makes sense, but the textbook (Brereton et al., 2017) suggests a simpler explanation: 
“Comparing Ideas helps us talk about the differences between ideas.” (p. 68).  
 The survey answers with regard to the Information function (How do you know about that? 
/I heard…/I read/ When I was…) provided many interesting responses. In my function 
presentations, I emphasized the importance of mentioning the sources of information. A large 
number of responses included some mention of a “source of information” as part of the reason for 
using the Information function. There were, however, some other ideas, including one interesting 
interpretation that “[you must] clearly understand the difference between opinions and facts, and 
claim the credibility as well as the facts.” Another interesting idea was that “…in order to talk 
based on the proper evidence, [and] in order to make the opportunity to stop thinking about 
whether it is truly correct information.”  
 Not all replies to the pragmatic focused open-ended questions were so eloquent, and some 
answers simply mirrored the question. Some of the more lackluster answers to the question “Why 
do people use the Comparisons function?” included “To compare two ideas.”, “It’s easier to 
compare.”, “You compare and talk.” and “To make a better choice.” These answers are clearly not 
incorrect, yet they still provide some opportunity for instruction. Presenting these answers to 
students along with some of the more insightful and clear examples allowed students to see other 
interpretations of function use prior to the third discussion test.  
 The second part of the survey focused on the ease of use and the usefulness of the functions 
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and the results all pointed to a simple pattern. The responses indicate that of the students who 
participated in this activity, well over half of them considered all of the functions easy to use and 
useful. The specific details are beyond the scope of this paper. However, a general description of 
this pattern is that the organizational functions are considered the easiest and the most useful, such 
as the Choosing and Closing Topics functions. After these, Balancing Opinions and Different 
Viewpoints both appeared to be considered moderately easy to use and more useful. The 
Comparing and Information functions were reported to be the most difficult of all the functions, 
yet very few students considered them not to be useful. These results are in line with my 
observations from discussions, and my approach to teaching these functions will be modified to 
reflect this reported difficulty in the future. The Choosing Topics and Closing Topics function 
presentations may also be altered in upcoming semesters, as students overwhelmingly reported 
the ease of using the function. 
 Gauging student investment into the use of FPs was the goal of the second part of the survey. 
An important element of function presentations in EDC is to create a “need” to use functions by 
demonstrating their value is some way. If students do not appreciate this need, they may 
subsequently perform badly on discussion tests, which could undermine one of the main aspects 
of the course. For example, if one student consistently misses opportunities to use some of the 
functions, their behavior may be mimicked by the group. Gauging student perceptions here could 
provide opportunities for class-by-class interventions prior to discussion tests and for future 
function presentations. The survey provides a very clear representation of student attitudes 
compared to classroom observations alone.  
 
VARIATIONS 
Throughout the implementation of this activity, potential improvements and alternatives were 
considered. To look more specifically at possible effects of previous learning, retention and 
possibly at pragmatic equivalency, the survey could be done before, rather than after, any function 
presentation or explicit pragmatic instruction. To look into effects of previous learning and 
equivalency, the questions could also be adapted, for example asking students to name functions 
with only phrases as hints. Another possible activity would have students simply matching phrases 
with functions. End of semester follow-up surveys could also be done to look at student retention 
of FPs. Of personal interest is a variation of this activity that would look at potential uses of L1 as 
a metalanguage tool in student-led function presentations. A final variation of this activity would 
involve students identifying themselves in order to be able to give specific feedback to individual 
students, which might also create a greater sense of accountability. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The idea that students share similar interpretations of many functions and the phrases that perform 
these functions was not surprising. The fact that there are also some significant variations in these 
interpretations suggest the beneficial effects of explicit pragmatic instruction but also the 
possibility that students enter EDC with existing knowledge about the pragmatics of these 
functions. Whether this knowledge is based on previous learning, success of explicit instruction, 
some pragmatic universal implicit to L1 and L2, or some combination these factors is a question 
that will hopefully be addressed in future research.  
 In-class observations, student self-check sheets and teacher-fronted comprehension spot-
checks provide the usual array of techniques with which instructors generate feedback. The main 
limitation of in-class observations is simply that there is only one instructor in the room. Classes 
generally consist of eight students, with discussion taking place in two groups of four students. 
Given the time allotted for the two discussions, it can be difficult to be in the right place at the 
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right time to hear when students perform a function. The risk can be offset by having access to 
each student’s interpretation of functions. This data, if implemented digitally - using smartphones 
or computers - makes quick analysis on a class-by-class basis fairly simple. Before a review lesson, 
instructors could quickly analyze results, which could then be accessed at any time to allow a 
much clearer idea of individual student understanding.  
 The initial hypothesis that led to an interest in this activity is that students are familiar with 
many of the basic uses and most general pragmatic functions of FPs, yet this cannot be proven 
without more sophisticated research. The results of this survey, however, suggest that for functions 
and certain groups, very little in the way of function presentation, or none at all, may be 
appropriate when considering the goal of fluency development.  
 In addition to this main hypothesis, three other assumptions were of interest. One, that 
insufficient metalanguage skills restrict the efficiency of post-presentation, practice and discussion 
comprehension checks. Two, that students’ critical reflection of FPs prior to discussion tests would 
lead to a noticing effect (Schmidt, 1993) and increased ownership of the functions and phrases. 
Three, that this noticing of specific reasons to use functions would bolster efforts to increase 
automaticity controlled by a pragmatic awareness, hopefully enabling students to use functions in 
the most appropriate way during discussions, minimizing the risk of pragmatic fossilization. 
 How do student interpretations of discursive, pragmatic and strategic uses of align with or 
differ from those presented by an instructor or a textbook? Perhaps if other instructors carried out 
a similar survey, the effect of individual instructors on students could be controlled. Does this 
suggest a way to help instructors increase their use of class time more efficiently and contribute 
to the goal of improving fluency? If there are differences among a large group of students, what 
does this suggest? Perhaps that a different approach to presenting a particular function is required, 
or it could be that these differences indicate correct conceptualizations of particular FPs in terms 
of discursive, pragmatic and strategic uses. In both cases, it is possible to suggest interlanguage 
effects. It may be the case that prior learning could be more influential. It could also be the case 
that, considering the relatively small number of FPs in the EDC textbook and the homogeneity of 
the students, L1 translations of FP uses are being shared among students prior to, during and after 
lessons. 
 I look forward to exploring the implications and applications that a deeper understanding 
of pragmatics and its related fields of inquiry will offer in English discussion and for language 
learners in the years to come. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
APPENDIX B 
 
2/14/2018 English Discussion Function Questionnaire
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/18Cj5tRAmclm3bndTZV9jKtGYWuvUglCaY7YhZY7OCTA/edit 1/1
Powered by
English Discussion Function Questionnaire
Fall 2017 
Part 2
* Required
Function Use *Why?* (Part 1)
1. Why do you think people use the following functions in discussions?:
1. 
Comparisons ( e.g. “Which is better X or Y?
or “X is better than...”) *
2. 
Information ( e.g. “How do you know about
that?” or “I read/hear/saw...”) *
Function Phrases Questionnaire (Part 2)
3. 
How easy are the following functions to use? (1 = very easy … 5 = not very easy)
*
Check all that apply.
1 2 3 4 5
Comparisons
Information
4. 
How useful are the following functions (1 = very useful … 5 = not very useful)
 *
Check all that apply.
1 2 3 4 5
Comparisons
Information
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